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LIFE IN A NURSING HOME: TIPS FOR THRIVING
by Terry Brenner 
University Relations
When you reach 80 years of age, your chances are one in five of living in a nursing 
home. Will you thrive? Or will you wither away?
That will depend largely on you, says Cindy Garthwait, an associate professor of social 
work at The University of Montana-Missoula.
“I know it’s tough to thrive in a nursing home,” Garthwait says, “but I know it’s 
possible. Some people thrive and grow. They manage to meet the challenges of aging, like 
health problems and giving up their homes. It’s a choice. Do they choose to wither -  get 
depressed and withdraw -  or not?”
Garthwait has worked in nursing homes for more than 25 years, either as a full-time 
employee or consultant, and she’s seen people and problems of every stripe. She doesn’t 
pretend to have all the answers to why some people thrive and others don’t. But she’s isolated 
several factors that make a difference.
“Some of it’s just temperament,” she says. “Some people have a temperament that 
allows them to have a positive outlook. I’ve seen sick people in nursing homes who are hard to 
deal with because they have a negative attitude about almost everything. I see others who are
-more-
just as ill, are suffering from the same problems, and they manage to stay positive and 
somehow transcend their problems. I don’t know where that comes from, but those with a 
positive outlook are the lucky ones.”
Folks without that gift have to work harder, and Garthwait in no way minimizes how 
hard it can be. A big factor is learning how to face and solve problems, especially when that 
involves making changes and remaining flexible.
“Aging requires people to realize they can’t do some of the things they once did,” she 
says. “They can’t just go on missing what they can no longer do if they want to be content as 
they age. They need to look for new things to do .”
Those who have always felt overwhelmed by challenges have a much harder time, 
particularly with one of the biggest challenges in old age -- adapting to new ideas. When that 
means revising one’s sense of self, Garthwait says, it can be disorienting. Retirement is a 
prime example. People who for years identified themselves with a job or position feel lost 
when they retire, she says. Those who get involved in a range of meaningful activities thrive.
Another factor is religious faith. Research has shown that it can play a positive role in 
a person’s well-being, and Garthwait’s work with the elderly bears that out. A sense of 
spirituality helps people make sense out of the tapestry of life, she says, especially when they 
start asking themselves questions like “Why am I here?” and “WOiat is life, anyway?” A sense 
of spirituality also can make physical and emotional suffering easier to understand and accept 
and can help elderly people look at aging as an awakening to another worthy stage of life, she 
says.
Gleaned from her years of experience, Garthwait recommends these tips for aging with
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grace and living happily in a nursing home:
■ Keep a sense of humor. “Sometimes things are so bad you have to laugh just so you 
don’t cry. Don’t take yourself and your situation too seriously.”
■ Hold no regrets. Don’t wait until old age to mend relationships or start doing the 
things you’ve always dreamed of doing.
■ Teach others by how you accept help. Don’t demand help, but don’t resist it. And 
don’t let dependency for certain things make you feel diminished. “The essence of you is still 
there. Allowing others to care for you is a meaningful, sometimes priceless gift to loved ones.”
■ Make meaning out of a life others think is sad. Celebrate your ability to get through 
tough times.
■ Focus on others in spite of your own pain and illness. Get out of yourself. Find 
someone to help.
Although it’s never too late to prepare for old age and the possibility of life in a nursing 
home, it’s never too early either, Garth wait says.
“Start by being a good person, and surround yourself with family and friends,” she 
says. “Be the kind of person others want to be around. Then thriving in old age should just 
kind of happen. ”
Garthwait’s interest in aging began early in life. Her mother, who worked as a church 
volunteer in a nursing home, took Garthwait with her every time she went to work. As a 
result, Garthwait thought everybody visited nursing homes.
“I credit my mother with making that a normal thing,” she says. “I know when I visit 




important to have been around older people.
“People in our society tend to focus on youth and fear the aging process,” she says. 
“Society needs to become less afraid of aging. If our society could make it normal and natural 
to deal with old age, we’d be better off.”
m
Note: Garthwait will teach Explorations in Gerontology during spring semester 1999.
Students in the class will conduct research on positive aging in the nursing home setting, using 
residents at Missoula’s Village Health Care Center as teachers about aging’s more personal 
aspects.
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